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O R I G I N A L  A R T I C L E
The role of the appropriate adult in supporting vulnerable 
adults in custody: Comparing the perspectives of service users 
and service providers






























Results:	 There	 is	 disparity	 between	 the	 expectations	 of	 professionals,	 and	 service	
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2  |     JESSIMAN ANd CAMERON
1  | INTRODUCTION
The	 role	 of	 the	 appropriate	 adult	 (AA)	 was	 introduced	 in	 England	
and	Wales	in	1984.	The	Revised	Code	of	Practice	for	the	Detention,	
Treatment	 and	 Questioning	 of	 Persons	 by	 Police	 Officers	 (Home	
Office	2014)	states	that	an	AA	should	be	provided	for	juveniles	(under	





role	 in	 protecting	 them	 (Home	Office,	 2003).	Vulnerable	 adults	will	























may	 be	 compliant	 with	 or	 actively	 disempowered	 by	 police,	 make	
little	 contribution	 or,	 conversely,	 make	 inappropriate	 interventions	
(Hodgson,	1997;	Nemitz	&	Bean,	2001).	One	study	of	interviews	with	







The	 role	 may	 also	 be	 ill-	defined	 and	 ambiguous	with	 regard	 to	









adult.	This	 is	 typical	of	criminal	 justice	research;	a	recent	systematic	
review	of	accounts	of	people	with	a	learning	disability	in	the	CJS	found	
only	 four	 published	 articles	 since	 1985	 (Hyun,	Hahn,	&	McConnell,	
2013).	A	qualitative	study	of	15	adults	with	learning	disabilities	who	



















Professionals	 were	 recruited	 through	 four	 AA	 services	 in	 England	







and/or	health	services	 (6),	AAs	 (9)	and	police	staff	 (4).	Respondents	
were	sent	a	participant	information	sheet	(PIS)	in	advance,	and	all	but	
two	 interviews	were	 face	 to	 face	 (two	were	 telephone	 interviews),	





2.2 | Focus groups with service users
Two	focus	groups	were	held	with	13	service	users	who	would	have	
been	 eligible	 for	 AA	 provision	 while	 in	 custody.	 The	 first	 of	 these	
was	 with	 “Working	 for	 Justice”	 a	 reference	 group	 of	 adults	 with	
a	 learning	 disability	who	have	 had	 experience	 of	 the	CJS	 as	 an	 of-
fender,	suspect	and/or	defendant.	The	group	is	run	as	a	partnership	
between	 KeyRing	 Living	 Support	 Networks	 and	 the	 Prison	 Reform	








The	Mind	participants	 all	 lived	 in	 the	 same	 city,	while	members	
of	Working	for	Justice	were	more	geographically	diverse.	Participants	
were	deliberately	not	recruited	via	any	of	the	four	AA	services	from	
which	 our	 professional	 sample	 was	 drawn	 and	 to	 the	 best	 of	 our	
knowledge	have	no	connection	with	them.
Participants	were	recruited	via	their	key	worker	in	the	partner	or-



























questions.	 Separate	 thematic	 frameworks	were	 used	 for	 interviews	




finalised,	 a	 systematic	 approach	 to	 data	 management	 was	 applied,	
coding	the	transcripts	into	the	frameworks	using	NVivo	software.	This	










3.1 | Professional perspectives on the role of the AA
Four	main	 themes	 emerged	 from	 interviews	with	 professionals,	 for	
whom	the	prompt	availability	of	AAs	was	of	primary	importance.	Once	
present,	the	role	was	characterised	as	mainly	to	ensure	due	process,	
but	 also	 to	protect	 the	welfare	of	 vulnerable	 adults	 and	 to	 support	
them.








Our business is so time- restrictive. Twenty- four hours 
sounds like a long time but…if we haven’t got the AA, we 
can’t do samples, we can’t interview, a lot of the investiga-









What actually matters is that the police have someone 
when they need someone and that that vulnerable per-






the	 interview	was	 conducted	 properly	 and	 fairly;	 that	 the	 detainee	
understood	 what	 was	 happening	 and	 what	 was	 said	 to	 them;	 and	
that	the	procedures	set	out	 in	the	Police	and	Criminal	Evidence	Act	














The police are terrible, absolutely diabolical, for not ex-
plaining things. …So, as we go along, I explain everything. 
AA
The codes are clear about what the groups that we work 
with might be more at risk of - false confessions, self- 
incrimination, not understanding the questions, implica-
tions of their answers, and unknowingly or unwittingly 





tion	and,	as	one	AA	put	it,	“get the results they need.”
3.4 | Protecting welfare
Appropriate	 adults	 also	 reported	 their	 concern	 for	 detainees’	 wel-
fare.	Many	 cited	 examples	 of	 ensuring	 the	 detainee	 had	 enough	 to	




vice	 from	health	 professionals	 in	 the	 custody	 suite	 if	 available.	AAs	














I’ll say “I’m concerned for you…I want to know that you’re 
alright.” I just want them to feel that they have one person 
that’s only there for them. I’m not interested in the crime 
or representing them, just here for them. 
AA




3.6 | Service- user perspectives on the role of the AA
Four	 themes	emerged	 from	the	 focus	groups	with	adults,	 including	
the	presence	of	the	AA,	who	should	act	as	their	AA,	support	required,	
and	 the	 attributes	 they	wanted	 in	 an	AA.	Quotes	 are	 attributed	 to	
participants	 from	 the	 learning	disability	 (LD)	or	mental	health	 (MH)	
group.














It’s quite common in many cases, that they don’t declare 
that they’ve got a learning difficulty….[]…But if you don’t 





“putting words in your mouth.”
3.8 | Family or Professional?
The	preference	 for	either	 a	professional	AA	or	 a	 family	member	or	
friend	known	to	the	detainee	or	varied	across	respondents.	Neither	
group	came	to	a	consensus.
     |  5JESSIMAN ANd CAMERON
Four	respondents	said	that	their	AA	had	been	a	parent	although	
they	did	not	 think	 they	had	 specifically	 requested	 their	 attendance.	
Two	were	pleased	that	it	had	been	a	family	member	who	knew	them	





But because my mum, it was the first time she had ever 
been in a situation like that, she felt uncomfortable about 
it…[]… She wasn’t able to help me, because she didn’t have 
the tools and the experience to do it. I felt bad that I’d put 





















The police have a general devaluing of people like me. So I 
could be saying exactly what the AA would be saying and 
they don’t notice. They’ll listen to someone with a title, 











view	 that	 once	 they	 understood	 this,	 they	would	 be	 better	 able	 to	









Feeling protected, generally and also from mockery. You 
have so many things going on, you don’t need people 











We have had bad, good and different experiences because 
of our colour. It doesn’t help. 
MH participant
Three	respondents	also	said	that	they	wanted	support	after	cus-
tody	 including	 to	 manage	 ongoing	 legal	 proceedings	 such	 as	 court	





AA’s done all the work and finished, the AA could phone up 
that person and ask, “how has it gone? Did you think my 
help was helpful to you?” So you could see where you are 





3.10 | Attributes of the AA
The	final	activity	in	each	focus	group	was	a	group	task	in	which	par-
ticipants	were	 asked	 to	 list	 the	 attributes	 of	 their	 “ideal”	 AA	 (de-
tailed	 in	Table	1).	Both	groups	had	a	 focus	on	aspects	of	 the	AA’s	
demeanour,	 such	 as	 being	 calm	 and	 caring.	Many	 individuals	 also	







Dealing with anger with anger, the whole thing can ex-
plode, and then the issue is no longer the issue anymore, 
it’s become something else, so everyone gets confused. 
Someone who is exceptionally calm. So if you can give 
calm, it calms everything. 
MH participant
4  | DISCUSSION













vice	 users.	Our	 service-	user	 sample	 is	 small,	 and	 the	 focus	 group	
approach	may	have	limited	the	extent	to	which	participants,	mind-
ful	of	their	privacy	and	confidentiality,	were	able	to	freely	express	
their	 views.	 Future	 researchers	 may	 wish	 to	 consider	 the	 use	 of	
one-	to-	one	interviews	with	service	users.	Nevertheless,	some	use-
ful	 findings	emerged.	Many	vulnerable	adults	 in	 the	current	 study	
had	 been	 detained	 and	 questioned	 without	 an	 AA	 present.	 This	
echoes	 previous	 studies	 and	 is	 further	 evidence	 that	 the	 lack	 of	
consistent	availability	of	AA	services	for	adults	is	problematic	(Bath	
et	al.,	2015).	Experiences	of	having	an	AA	were	mixed,	with	 those	
who	 had	 a	 family	member	 in	 the	 role	 unclear	 that	 this	 had	 been	




ity.	Some	respondents	 felt	 further	disempowered	by	 the	presence	
of	an	unsupportive	professional.	What	matters	most	to	vulnerable	
adults	is	someone	who	can	explain	what	is	happening	to	them	and	




The	voice	 of	 service	 users	 is	 rarely	 heard	 in	 research	 on	 the	CJS	















gests	 that	 where	 one	 is	 provided,	 there	 may	 be	 some	 confusion	
amongst	professionals	about	the	key	purpose	of	the	role.	Vulnerable	
adults	 want	 help	 to	 understand	what	 is	 happening,	 communicate	
effectively	and	emotional	support	from	a	sympathetic	and	trusted	
AA.	The	views	of	service	users	are	not	heard,	and	service	provid-
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